the recognition that it is fulfilled in the life and teachings of Jesus (5:17). The
revelation of God in Christ sheds light on the Scriptures and reveals their true
meaning and intent.
Binding and Loosing

antitheses: six statements of Jesus in
Matthew 5:21–48 in
which he states his
own view over and
against that which
people “have heard
said.”

The Gospel of Matthew displays special concern for helping followers of
Jesus to address questions of moral behavior. From other sources, we know
that many matters of controversy arose within the early church. In particular,
as more and more gentiles embraced the faith, many Christians came to view
Jewish laws as archaic or irrelevant. In Matthew’s Gospel, however, Jesus declares that all the commandments of the Jewish Torah (even the minor ones)
will remain in full force “until heaven and earth pass away” (5:18). That seems
clear enough, but then, elsewhere in Matthew, Jesus sets aside certain regulations and claims that those who insist on their validity are condemning the
guiltless (9:10–17; 12:1–7; 15:1–11). In a set of verses referred to by scholars
as “the antitheses,” he repeatedly states his own understanding of God’s will
over against what people have heard in Jewish tradition (5:21–48). So, what’s
up? Is he contradicting his own principle?
Most likely Matthew is presenting the moral teaching of Jesus as consistent
with the Jewish practice of “binding and loosing the law.” Rabbis bound the
law when they determined that a commandment was applicable to a particular
situation, and they loosed the law when they determined that a word of Scripture, though eternally valid, was not applicable under certain circumstances.
Thus Matthew’s Gospel displays Jesus as making authoritative pronouncements

Box 6.4

Community Rules
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Compare these guidelines from the Gospel of Matthew and from the Community Rule for the
Qumran community (one of the Dead Sea Scrolls):
• “If another member of the church sins against you, go and point out the fault when the two
of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are
not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that every word may be confirmed
by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to
the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you
as a Gentile and a tax collector” (Matt. 18:15–17).
• “[You shall not] address [your] companion with anger, or ill-temper, or obduracy, or with envy
prompted by the spirit of wickedness. [You shall] not hate him because of his uncircumcised
heart, but [you shall] rebuke him on the very same day lest [you] incur guilt because of him.
And, furthermore, let no [one] accuse his companion before the Congregation without having first admonished him in the presence of witnesses” (Community Rule 5:25–6:1).*
*The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English, 7th ed., trans. Geza Vermes (New York: Penguin, 2012).
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